STAN KUTCHER J. W. BENGOUGH AND THE MILLENIUM IN HOGTOWN: A STUDY OF MOTIVATION IN URBAN REFORM
The ending of Victoria's century saw urban Canada experience a variety of changes. In cities west of the Maritimes, commercial activities made way for industrial concentrations, populations soared, and the compact pedestrian city changed into a socially differentiated order as streetcar tracks imposed their metallic will on the social geography of the city. Agitation for pure milk, public ownership of utilities, housing codes, city planning, playgrounds, and efficient provision of essential services represented a response to this urban revolution. This response, arising from a belief that the process of change could be directed, was, from the perspective of many of those 2 involved, an attempt to make the city into what they felt it should be.
To understand this reform activity it is necessary to differentiate between goal-oriented actions entered into for a "specific limited purpose, a specific exchange of goods and services, or a 3 specific immediate end held in common," and a wider, underlying unity which is general» indefinite, comprising a multitude of specific ends, and characterized by a "voluntary pooling of interests over a hazely 4 defined general area of life." The distinction is vital. Action viewed from the first perspective tends to be explained in utilitarian terms. Tension between normative and conditional elements is seen only in terms of empirically defined conditions. Consequently, the activity is viewed as rational and selfishly defined. However some actions may be viewed not primarily as the result of definite, objectively inspired ends, but as the result of values and attitudes. Indeed, as Talcott
Parsons has indicated, many acts "may be interpreted as modes of expressions of attitudes rather than as means to specific ends."
Without an understanding of the attitudes actors bring to their activity no complete explanation of the nature and strategy of their involvement can be realized. 14 A satirist and spokesman to be reckoned with, Bengough reached a large audience through cartoons, but he also had a reputation as an immensely popular public speaker ("chalk talker") and less renown as an author of undistinguished verse. Sympathetic observers declared that his work exerted "a healthy political and moral influence" as his sentiments lay "close to the purest and simplest passions of the human 15 heart."
This simplicity of sentiment and analysis pervaded Bengough's work. As social critic, he judged men's actions in terms of moral absolutes-unqualified rights pitted against abject wrongs. Activities were either just or unjust, fair or unfair, Christian or un-Christian.
There could be no middle ground.
Bengough's social commentaries arose from his commitment to a 16 consistently worked out Christian vocational ethic which he founded on a single assertion that both acknowledged the role of God as creator and emphasized that man, as His creation, was ever dependent upon Him. "The will of God", Bengough postulated "is back of all, and from Him all things come." God, Bengough argued, was both the Creator and fulfiller of all man's needs, and therefore all human activity should follow His ordinances. Man was obliged to live by God's laws, both to ensure his own survival and to continually glorify the One Creator. 18 "God's Will", as Bengough paraphrased, "shall be done on earth."
To fulfill God's ordinances and to ensure his survival, man had to labour. Work was both physically necessary and Divinely ordained.
In his work, man emulated God, the greatest and original "Craftsman".
In his performance of Divinely ordained labour, man entertained the presence of his Maker. "Toil", as Bengough defined it, "is that. These social gospel tenets stressing service, duty, brotherhood and justice, became the yardstick by which Bengough judged contemporary life. Especially concerned with social conditions, he argued that poverty in the midst of plenty, political chicanery, religious dogmatism, intemperance and indeed all social ills, resulted from unethical, anti-social beliefs which stressed materialism above community.
The golden rule is "Do unto others as you would have others to unto you." The rule upon which society seems to act at present is: "Look out for your own welfare, and if, ... it is necessary for you to take advantage of laws that bear hardly against your 9~ fellow-men, why business is business, you must do it.
That conditions needed changing was obvious, but to Bengough this could not occur without a profound restructuring of community sentiment and a common commitment towards realizing the millenium. Only by founding social morality on Christian principles could contemporary problems be solved: any amelioration of injustice came only by a diligent application of a vocationally applied, Biblically sanctioned and socially directed Christianity.
What avail our ceremonies and organizations unless founded on the eternal principles of justice? ... there are things God will not do for us, things the accomplishment of which He has left for us to do, for which He holds us responsible. As we sow so shall we reap. Do men gather grapes from thorns or figs from thistles? Sowing injustice can we reap the fruits of justice, sowing unrighteousness can we reap righteousness? Building on the foundation of the kingdom of evil, how can we establish the kingdom of God?24
Since strong social institutions could not be built on weak foundations, men needed to be taught proper values and encouraged to apply them in daily activity.
Motivated by his ethical convictions, Bengough took to the task of moral uplift with great fervour. He was deeply concerned about urban problems in Toronto and he set out to tackle them. As journalist, orator and poet he preached the lessons of a new moral order. As alderman, he tried to hasten the millenium in Hogtown.
Toronto, prior to passing into "Canada's century", had already experienced the effects of rapid growth. As wealth and prosperity increased and "doing King Street" became a measure of fashionable activity, poverty grew and the run-down dwellings of St. John's Ward, Cabbagetown and Bathurst Street stood in stark contrast to the elegance 25 of Bloor, Spadina and Jarvis.
Burgeoning population and the explosive expansion of the city limits led to conditions chaotic at best: "Whole streets seemed to rise like mushrooms; sewers, city water, pavements, sidewalks, gas mains, electric street lamps and telephone connections were wanted immediately and the City Council. . . was hard pressed to 9 ft overtake the demand.
ff Toronto was, as a contemporary described it, a colourful mixture of the new, the old, and the decrepit:
Toronto had many fine buildings, stores and theatres. ... Steam was used to propel many beautiful boats and trains in and out of the city.... Although there were a few arc electric lights, most streets were lit by gas lamps and most homes by oil lamps.... Many homes had backhouses from which huge barrels were removed regularly and loaded on wagons for an unknown destination and these drays, as they passed, left a stench that lingered.... Toronto used to dump its raw sewage into the bay, but get its drinking water from the lake. The pipe from the lake came through the bay, and when it broke, sewage got into the tapwater.27
Bengough published his satirical weekly Grip during the period 28 in which Toronto began its rise.
For the twenty-one years of its existence, Grip often professed political non-partisanship though leaning towards the Liberal party as a political combination less tainted with scandal. Grip pledged itself to protect the public weal, asserting that 29 it would "never be neutral where his voice may serve the right."
Fifteen years after the first issue, it repeated that its "mission" was to serve as watchdog of the public interest and thus to teach the lessons of a proper Christian morality.
Grip has sought to play the part of an educator though dressed in motley; and upon questions with a distinct moral bearing, he has always striven to be on the right side. 30 Believing, perhaps naively, that journalistic exposure of civic corruption would keep politicians honest by evoking popular censure, Bengough filled Grip with exposées of government improprieties, accounts of institutional mismanagement, and examples of fiscal waste.
Supporting programs which he believed would benefit all citizens as opposed to those which might serve only a few, Bengough campaigned for public ownership of the street railway company, distribution of free school texts, development of city parks, provision of essential services, purification of the water supply, the abolition of the Toronto 31 Coal Trust, and against Sunday streetcars. If it is true that righteousness exalteth a nation, we had better cease putting our whole dependence on the National Policy and go in for a little common decency amongst our rulers.52
Through his writing, cartoons and public speaking, Bengough reiterated the message. He perceived his role as that of critic and educator and believed that his message would inspire others to higher ideals. Mr. J. W. Bengough, the cartoonist, looks like a good choice for Ward Three. Anything his Worship couldn't understand by word of mouth, Alderman Bengough could draw for him on the blackboard."
Although
The Globe approvingly mentioned that Bengough favoured building 58 more playgrounds and applauded his candidacy.
On his victory, the press which had supported him demanded that he give a good account of himself. The World ran a front page picture of the alderman elect and the Globe noted:
Among the new members, J. W. Bengough has already made a name for himself in other fields, and his work among the practical details of municipal administration will be watched with interest.59
With tables turned, the critic now had to practice what he had preached! By-law number 4329 should be amended, declared Bengough, So as to provide a means of compelling landlords and owners of homes to keep the same in a proper and reasonable state of repair, with a view to the protection of tenants from suffering in cold, wet and inclement weather.63
All three of these early legislative proposals "got lost" in the red tape of committee procedure, and none, until later years, came to a vote. Ultimately, the compromising required to achieve limited reforms and the often frustrating role of practical politician held little lasting appeal. J. W. Bengough was, above all, a man who endeavoured to stir public conscience. His talent for the pathetic phrase, the glorious challenge, the devastating caricature was too passionate and emotional to be restrained by the particulars of everyday political manoeuvering. in dealing with them, it is important to recognize that, in his case at least, it was an ideological imperative that more than any other factor determined activism.
